[Telemedicine in sparsely populated areas yields satisfied patients and better competence].
A telemedical pilot-project involving two rural primary health care centers in Tärnaby/Storuman in Southern Lappland and the University Hospital of Umeå was carried out during the period Sept. 1, 1996-Dec. 31, 1998. Out of 169 consultations in all, 40 pertained to dermatology, 50 to ENT, 40 to orthopedics, and a further 27 to other specialties (surgery, medicine and gynecology). Among the 169, 47 cases were successfully managed via telemedicine. 30% of consultations were made in order to secure a second opinion. The remaining 70% were made in order to seek advice concerning a possible referral. At the telemedical visit, patients indicated a satisfaction score of 5.5 on a scale up to 6.0. The GP's rated the educational value at 4.4. After completion of the pilot-project, a survey of acceptance and ratings of the future potential of telemedicine for the health care system was carried out among 191 doctors and other health care workers in Västerbotten county. Using a similar graded scale up to 6.0, physicians rated telemedicine as regards utility for patients and quality of care at 4.6 and 4.5 respectively, somewhat higher than they rated the consequences of telemedical consulting for their working conditions and health care organizations, at 3.8 and 4.1 respectively. Despite a low volume of patients in the pilot project, we can conclude that telemedical consultations seem to reduce the number of referrals and raise the level of competency of the GP's. It's important to find further fields of application, as well as further ways of working and organizing the communication network in order to increase volume.